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L EGAL R ESEARCH C ORNER

Beyond Court Decisions—
Dockets, Documents, and Analytics
by Jan Bissett and Margi Heinen
n the early days of computerized legal research, Lexis and Westlaw provided searchable official court decisions, either full-text
or via proprietary headnotes. It was a big leap to search precedential decisions text without relying on indexes and digests. As
courts implemented websites and electronic filing, legal researchers
began to retrieve decisions directly from those courts. Electronic
availability of court dockets and pleadings gave way to searchable
access—and legal researchers have not looked back, expecting more
of this information in their everyday work lives.
The Legal Research Corner last examined how court documents
are used in legal research in Linda Fields’s 2004 article, “Using
Docket and E-Filing Retrieval Systems for Legal Research.”1 In
her article, Fields discussed various state and federal court e-filing
systems that provide access to dockets and documents. Since 2004,
many changes, including new products and vendors, as well as the
ability to manipulate data with the use of analytics, have increased
legal researchers’ expectations. This article does not review or recommend specific products but rather provides information on
caveats, options, and trends in docket, document, and case analytics
research.
There are many reasons for conducting such research. Attorneys
creating a specific pleading for the first time may want to examine
several examples from their jurisdiction. Researchers may want to
see the “back story” documents for cases grabbing the headlines.
Others may want to find analytics for the judge in their cases, such
as how long a case lingers in his or her court, how likely the judge is
to rule positively on summary judgment motions, and whether the
judge tends to favor one point of view. And the traditional uses of
docket monitoring for business and client development, as well as
case monitoring and tracking, still hold sway.
How do researchers go about finding the dockets and documents necessary for these legal research tasks? Some law libraries
provide research guides on docket searching and usefulness (e.g.,
Yale,2 Vanderbilt,3 and Boston College4 provide such guides for
their students and legal researchers). Other law school libraries
provide a short section on dockets within descriptions of jurisdictions (e.g., see Harvard’s description of California materials 5 ).

I

Many firm libraries provide access to specialty tools to accommodate researchers’ needs.

Caveats
As with most legal research projects, the devil is in the details,
and some of these details should be anticipated before the research
begins. Specifically, researchers may want to consider issues of jurisdiction, vendors, and time frame. For example, federal electronic
court pleadings are more widely available than those of state courts,
and court autonomy within states can result in vast differences in
availability between courts in different counties or districts. One of
the factors that may influence state availability is vendor related;
some courts contract with private vendors, while others have governmental technology units creating databases for court documents.
Finally, researchers may have to resort to archive requests for older
material. Electronic court documents initially became available in
the mid-1990s or later, and documents filed with courts before that
time are not usually electronically accessible.

Traditional Resources
Many of the products familiar to researchers—PACER,
Bloomberg Law, Courtlink, Lexis, and Westlaw—provide docket
and court document access and retrieval, along with some level of
searching.

PACER
The federal court docket and document retrieval system was
described in the Fields article and is still a heavily used platform for
locating federal dockets and documents. It continues to be a reasonable price, although several lawsuits have been filed in federal
courts disputing PACER charges and pricing, including a class
action in a district court 6 and a lawsuit in the U.S. Court of Federal
Claims.7 Nonetheless, PACER is a one-stop location for federal
appeals, district court, and bankruptcy court dockets and documents. With the exception of sealed or restricted cases, PACER
provides access to all current dockets and documents. While a doc-
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ument sometimes is not uploaded on the same day it is filed, that is
rare on PACER. What PACER does not do is provide functionality for searching for dockets and documents on specific topics, experts, or motions.
To narrow the overwhelming field of federal court dockets using
specific criteria, the researcher needs to pay for more expensive
access. Westlaw, Lexis, and Bloomberg all provide some access to
dockets and to selected documents within those dockets, along
with additional search functionality. Unfortunately, none of these
sources provides all documents within every docket from the federal courts. In addition, the dockets online are very often current
only as of a date that appears at the top of the docket. Researchers
will have to update the docket, sometimes for an additional fee, to
make sure they have the full docket. An example from Bloomberg
Law illustrates this point. (See Fig. 1.)

Bloomberg Law
Bloomberg Law provides docket searches that drill into the text
of the dockets, which allows for locating particular types of pleadings, the names of experts, and other details. Bloomberg Law
allows its subscribers to access pleadings that have been previously
accessed by other researchers. For instance, the complaint in a specific docket may be available at no additional cost because someone has previously requested and paid for it. If a court document
has not been accessed before, there may be an additional cost and a
time delay to obtain it. Bloomberg Law has not gathered expert
information into separate databases, but its litigation analytics for
companies, law firms, and judges offers researchers some very helpful information (discussed in more detail below).

Lexis Courtlink
Courtlink provides access to docket searches for federal courts
and a number of state jurisdictions. Although it can be used for
document retrieval, Courtlink is most often used to conduct litigation searches on named parties because its historical coverage is

Figure 1.
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greater than other services. For example, Colorado court registers
of actions go back as far as 1975 for some Colorado district courts.
Thus, researchers can get a substantial litigation history even if the
specific documents are not available online. In addition, Courtlink
allows attorneys to set up alerts and track cases so they can be
alerted to new cases impacting clients or track a case that will impact an industry. One of the options available for purchase with
Courtlink is the Lexis Strategic Profile. This early entry into analytical research provides graphs by litigant, law firm, judge, court,
and nature of suit.

Westlaw and Lexis
Both of these traditional vendors have expanded their offerings
to include dockets and documents. As with Bloomberg and
Courtlink, the best coverage is in federal dockets, but state courts
are included where available. The ability to search for particular
types of pleadings is useful. Westlaw and Lexis have created separate databases that include the names of experts to make researching expert testimony easier, and often link to full-text documents.

State Court Quirks
The docket story is completely different in state jurisdictions,
where many courts maintain an autonomy that may result in counties or districts developing their own e-filing or docket searching
technology. Some courts purchase systems from vendors and some
have simplified homegrown systems. In Michigan, for instance,
there is no uniform access.8 Many courts provide public access to
dockets with paid access to full-text documents. Once researchers
have identified the availability of dockets, they may need to drill
down within the court’s website to determine if full-text documents are available.

Colorado Courts E-Filing
In Colorado, attorneys and researchers are truly fortunate to
have access to a statewide network of e-filing dockets and docu-
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ments. At Colorado Courts E-Filing,9 attorneys can search nearly
all Colorado courts in one spot (criminal cases may not be available from all districts), including Court of Appeals and Supreme
Court dockets. Users can search by party name, case number, attorney name or registration number, and other criteria.

A document search option allows for drilling down by case
number, court location, case type, document type, filer, and date.

Case Analytics products, offers the possibility of predictive outcomes based on past rulings and similar cases of over 400 courts in
“millions of court decisions spanning hundreds of years . . . .”11
These predictive tools promise statistics on rulings within jurisdictions to save litigators from compiling decisions or dockets
themselves. Lexis acquired Lex Machina in 2015,12 adding Securities and Antitrust analytics to its IP analytics coverage, integrating
those products into LexisAdvance.13 In early 2017, Lexis also
announced the addition of Damages Explorer and Parties Comparator apps to Lex Machina, enabling researchers to easily identify
damages in similar cases and compare similar parties’ litigation
strategies.14
The rise of predictive analytics tools and their use of dockets and
pleadings in legal research is real. How can researchers monitor this
trend going forward? One method is to follow the professionals
who follow these developments. Jean O’Grady, a librarian, did
some predicting herself in her “2017 Trends” article.15 She and
Robert Ambrogi of LawSites16 are good sources to track what’s to
come in these types of legal research products. We’re all keeping
watch!

Conclusion
The increased electronic availability of court dockets and documents has changed the way in which this information is presented,
used, and consumed by legal researchers. The pressure will grow on
state courts that are not currently offering access to provide it like
their neighboring states and the federal courts. Advances in search
functionality have already made docket searching an expected step
in legal research. Predictive analytics tools involving case, judicial,
and court information, along with traditional case analysis, allow
practitioners to expand their grasp of the law and the possible outcomes of their specific cases.
Attorneys can access their own cases free of charge. The charge
for other filings is $10, which allows access to all public documents
within the docket for a period of several weeks. With tabs for the
firm’s cases, cases being monitored, and case access that has been
purchased, document retrieval is easy.
Colorado attorneys who are used to the immediacy of online
availability of Colorado court dockets and documents should not
assume that all jurisdictions’ systems function the same way. For
example, some jurisdictions do not offer online docket search but
require researchers to email requests for documents and wait for a
staff person to email documents, which could take several days.

Analytics
Judicial analytics—which can be described as “big data meets
court documents”—appears to be the next wave in legal research.
Analytics can be used to research individual jurists, evaluate their
records, identify and quantify rulings on a particular type of
motion, and more.
Lexis and Westlaw have been providing analytics reports on
judges and attorneys for at least the past five years. However, other
vendors are introducing new products with appealing and attractive marketing. Bloomberg Law entered the fray last fall with its
Litigation Analytics platform.10 Ravel, a newer vendor offering a
legal research and analytics platform, introduced its Court Analytics (including caselaw and decisions from both state and federal
courts) at the end of 2016. Court Analytics, joining the Judge and
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SAVE THE DATE!
Friday, September 15
1:00–4:30 p.m.
Hyatt Regency Denver

Faculty of Federal Advocates Forum:
A Discussion of Life and Law
Please join us for the FFA’s signature
nontraditional CLE. The forum has been crafted to
foster dialogue among practitioners and the
judiciary and explore the challenges of life in the
legal field. Join the conversation about mindfulness, bias, ethics, and designing a meaningful,
integrated, and authentic life in the law. For more
information, visit www.facultyfederaladvocates.org.

